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ABSTRACT. P. Ramlee was a talented and prolific Malay born musician. 
His accomplishment as a Malay musician was closely connected to Malay 
movies in which he had been involved. The aim of this paper is to evaluate 
the specialty in the melodies which were composed by him. The writer ana-
lyzed the melodies using the techniques of repetition, variation, contrast, se-
quence, unison and interval. All of these techniques have been utilized 
based on the semiotics theory of Charles Sanders Pierce (1831-1914). This 
theory emphasized the usages of triadic system such as representamen, in-
terpretant, and objects which are related to the theory of trichotomies. Peirce 
revealed the significant signs such as icon, index, and symbol as second tri-
chotomy and related with the signs of qualisign, sinsign, and legisign as the 
first trichotomy. He also noted that the signs of rheme, dicisign and argu-
ment as the third trichotomy. All of these signs appeared in the mind of the 
writer when interpretating the melodies of P. Ramlee. The discovery of 
these signs being proved his extraordinary artistic ability and continuously 
receiving awards and accolades to reflect his excellence of works in the mu-
sic industry even though he had gone more than four decades. 
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INTRODUCTION 
This paper sets out to demonstrate the use of semiotics theory of Charles Sanders Pierce as 
applied in the analysis of Malay music composed by P. Ramlee. P. Ramlee was once of a 
great actor, director, musician, author and music composer, singer, and comedian who has the 
ability to par with other artists of the world such as Gilbert and Sullivan from England and 
Rodgers and Hammerstein from USA (http://members.tripod.com/). His life achievement 
included the title "The Most Versatile Talent” obtained from the 10th for the Asian Film Fes-
tival award in Tokyo 1963, from the "Ibu Mertuaku" film (Abdul Hamid, 1999: 35). This 
award is presented in recognition of his greatness in three areas; namely acting, directing, and 
the creation of music (Wan Teh, 2003: 313). This film contributed three attractive songs 
which became the icon of the film. Those songs are "Jangan Tinggal Daku," "Di Manakan 
Kucari Ganti," and "Jeritan Batinku." His deep interest in music has put him as a very prolific 
Malay artist producing 269 songs in his lifetime including songs for 63 films. About 207 
songs (77%) he created are specific to the films his involved (Adnan, 2012). Among the song 
“Azizah” is the song that discovered his talent as an artist. Besides, “Air Mata Di Kuala Lum-
pur” is the last song composed by him (Brunei, 2003: 454). 
OBJECTIVE 
The main focus of this study is to identify the signs in the semiotics of P. Ramlee’s music 
composition. The writer has investigated the meanings that reflecting P. Ramlee thinking 
which is contained in the signs of melody semiotics in his composition. To meet this objective 
a number of questions are to be considered:  
• Are the signs of the melody through the techniques of repetition, variation, contrast, 
sequence, unison and interval can be analyzed and interpreted in accordance with the three 








• Why a song for a film is considered more successful than a song for an entertainment 
(not for a film)?  
• What are the foreign signs in the elements of melodies used by P. Ramlee? How these 
elements are absorbed into his composition.  
• Is the synthesis of this paper is the contribution of paper to explain the signs of the 
melody reflection to P. Ramlee’s trademark? 
STUDY LIMITATIONS  
In writing this paper, the writer chose only one song composed by P. Ramlee. The song 
that mean is“Azizah” (1950). Although this song and “Air Mata Di Kuala Lumpur” (1970) act 
as an analogy as a symbol that tells the stories of P. Ramlee himself, butthis limitation only 
focuses on the early stage of his compositions. Every song composed by him has their own 
characteristics and most of the songs are lively tempo. My fully analysis of 32 songs by him 
(Adnan, 2012) crossing three eras (1950s, 1960s and 1970s) 87.5% (28 songs) is lively as 
andante (37.5%), moderato (9.4%) and allegro (40.6%). “Azizah” is a lively tempo with a 
parameter =160 (Vivace). Vivace means a catchy and lively melody.The writer has tran-
scribed a full score analysis (melody) by referring the original singing scale that was record-
ed. 
MELODY EPISTEMOLOGY 
The writer focused on five techniques of melodic structures composed by P. Ramlee, 
namely the techniques of repetition, variation, contrast, sequence, and unison and interval. 
Repetition, variation, and contrast are the phrases better known as the three basic procedures, 
the creation of melodic phrase (Three Foundational Procedures), which is an important tech-
nique for composing a melody (Mitchell & Jack, 2005). Technique of repetition is composed 
of the same melodic phrase with the preceding phrase (pick up notes to bar 3) (Please refer to 
“Azizah” full score in figure 1). Repetition of phrase technique in the melodic verse one 
(MV1) is seen by the repetition of ‘A’ phrase in “Azizah”. The ‘A’ phrase repeated and simul-
taneously repeated the lyrics with different stanza lines, that of "Rupa kamu yang cantik" to 
"Mata kamu yang bulat".  
Variation technique is changing in the melodic phrase while the basic features of the pre-
vious phrase are still there. In the variation, notes of a segment are preserved as in the pre-
vious phrase, while the other segments will be added as interval changesas example 1 (ibid.).  
 









Figure 1. “Azizah” melody transcription 
Contrast technique is intended as melodic phrase changes when compared with the pre-
vious phrase (bar 4-9). Contrast technique occurs in the melodic relationship of ‘B’ and the 
melodic of ‘C’ in “Azizah”(figure 1). This example reflects a new melodic of ‘C’ (melodic 
structure), with the pattern and structure of the melody as opposed to the original 'B' of the 
melody. Structural characteristics contour melody of ‘B’ to buckle up against the structural 








In addition to the three procedures, the writer also analyzed the sequence technique, which 
changes based on the level of melodic phrases or different pitches. There are four types of 
sequence techniques associated with the melody composed by P. Ramlee. The techniques are 
melodic sequence, tonal sequence, false sequence, and the mixed sequence (modified se-
quence). If the repetition is about only the melody, it is called melodic sequence (Kennedy, 
1996). 
This sequence is also called real sequence, each successive pattern is an exact intervallic 
duplication of the original (Benward, 1985: 108). If there is no variation in the intervals 
(usually achieved by altering not merely the pitch of the notes, but also the key) it is also a 
real sequence. In bar 18-23, “Azizah” occurred melodic sequence technique, through melodic 
of 'F-G-H'. The notes in melody of 'F' down one or two semitones to note in the melody of 'G'. 
Similarly, notes in the melodic of 'G' down to one or two semitones to the melody noteof 'H'. 
If the interval between the notes of the melody are to some extent altered (a major interval 
becoming a minor one and so forth, as is practically inevitable if the key is unchanged) it is 
called a tonal sequence (Kennedy, 1996). In the tonal sequence the transposition accommo-
dates the diatonic scale, so that occasionally a half step is sequenced as a whole tone or vice 
versa (Benward. 1985: 108). If false sequence, repeats part of the figure and states the re-
mainder in sequence or vice versa (ibid.: 109). Bar 12-17, the false sequence of 'D-E' tech-
nique happened with a retention segment of notes F-G-E-F-D, while the segment of notes E-
F-G down minor 3rd interval for segment of notes C#-D-E.  
If there are several repetitions, some of them tonal and some real, the result is a mixed se-
quence (Kennedy, op. cit.). This sequence is also called modified sequence. A sequence is 
considered modified if it is either a tonal or a real duplication of the original pattern (Henry, 
1989: 245).  
The fifth technique is the interval and unison studied. An interval is the distance between 
the two music notes, that are noted with two different pitches (Kennedy: 360), while the un-
ison involves the two same notes.  
SEMIOTIC EPISTEMOLOGY 
The writer applied the semiotics theory pioneered by Charles Sanders Peirce (Hartshorne, 
1965) to analyze P. Ramlee’s melodies. Pierce said sign is a triangle relationship in terms of 
three (triadic) original (genuine) (ibid.: CP 2274) that can be depicted as in Figure 2.  
 
Figure 2. Logical relationship between P. Ramlee’s thought and melody techniques 
This diagram shows: “A” as representamen (sign vehicle/sign chosen); “B” as interpretant 
(sign meaning), and “C” as an object (Ogden & Ivor, 1923: 14). Repetition, variation, con-
trast, sequence, and interval and unison icons techniques in “Azizah” melody is analyzed and 
discussed. Next, the findings are summarized and interpreted by the writer based on Peirce’s 
theory of semiotics triadic system, which are representamen, interpretant, and object. The 








techniques, which representamen as “P. Ramlee’s Thought,” object as “Melody Techniques,” 
and the interpretant as "Melody Techniques Interpretation”. 
MELODY SEMIOTICS ANALYSIS OF "AZIZAH” 
Firstness are the main ideas of sign as the first trichotomy, namely qualisign, sinsign, and 
legisign. Qualisign is a sign of with quality, mark melodic qualities of music such as timber. 
Example in“Azizah” catchy melody performed ( =160, allegro) is a qualisign (quality). Sin-
sign refers to a mark that is individual and separated, individual nature, existence and perfor-
mance work. Example “Azizah” is the only melody produce sinsign (individual properties) on 
the melody and could distinguish with other melodies. Legisign is the rule of signs, conven-
tional sign’s structure and as musical conceptual replica of mind intellectual. Example “Azi-
zah” melody icon is transcripted in D minor scale is a legisign(conventional) that maintains 
the music quality as a real argument of music by P. Ramlee as an original singer.  
Second trichotomy priority areas as a direct icon, index, and symbols. Icon in the characte-
ristics of equality. The icon imitation such as images, diagrams, metaphor, and the icon is an 
object of imagination. Example, the repetition melodic ‘A’ phrase techniques are an icon. The 
index is a depiction of the ‘indirect’ and produce a mark that was left (effect). It depends on 
the function and context and proximity presence. Index is the most interesting sign because 
the interpreter needs a sign. Example, a high percentage of the index through the steps-wise 
interval index, reflects the stability of this melody. Symbol as abstract representations based 
on consensus or agreement among the community. The symbol also as a conventional sign, 
keep learning, and the most difficult to understand. Example, “Azizah” is also represents the 
index as a starting point (of space and time) to his world of music and film as well as a legen-
dary symbol (consensus)of the birth of an artist (P. Ramlee) who became the pride of the na-
tion. 
The third trichotomy main areas associated with rheme, dicisign, and argument.  Rheme is 
a region that does not have a relationship and inconsistent with other things and it was only as 
a possibility or object may. Example, P. Ramlee returning back to Penang in “Air Mata Kuala 
Lumpur” is a rheme(possibility). Dicisign regarded as a sign that actually exists and there is a 
real object, however, it may be right or wrong. Example, a strophic icon technique is a melo-
dy repeated simultaneously with different verses in stanzas as a dicisign (existence) in this 
unique melody. Argument is a mind of ring formation with the purposes, goals, relationships, 
understanding, and cognitive. It also as logic idea, music genuine, and as a real music. Exam-
ple, the song composed by P. Ramlee who entertains the audience, including B. S. Rajhans 
(Director of Shaw Brothers movies) is an argument (cognitive). 
“Azizah” melody on is transcripted in D minor scale structure (legisign) that maintains the 
music quality as a real(argument) of music by P. Ramlee as original singer. The quality (qua-
lisign) of this song has anindividual (sinsign) character in 'natural minor' (all the 7th notes rise 
up one semitone, C to C#) which produces the happy melody mood, even in the minor scale, 
and this is a 'trademark' of this song. Transcription of this P. Ramlee first melody composed is 
reflected as structure of his true original thought composition. “Azizah” is a quality catchy 
melody performed ( =160, allegro) even of it is in the minor scale. This song effect presents 
an actual musical event which was composed in 1948 for "Performance of Agriculture" in 
Bukit Mertajam. The song is atruesong composed by P. Ramlee who entertains the audience, 
including B. S. Rajhans (Director of Shaw Brothers movies). This song also represents the 
effectfor him as a starting point of music and film who became a legendary symbolofthe na-
tion.  
The writer concluded “Azizah” melodic phrase structure analysis in full score. Knowledge 
and Western music structure system obtained by P. Ramlee was adopted to compose a melo-
dy. Therefore, the composition of this song derived Western music structure as a replica of 








ence the effect (index) of the key features (sinsign) melodies composed by him. The writer 
identified that the“Azizah”melody quality (qualisign) style is focused on repetition, variation, 
contrast, and sequence icon techniques. Existence (dicisign) in this unique melody also pro-
ducesindividual properties (sinsign) on the melody and could distinguish with other melodies.  
Repetition of the phrase melodic technique icon also occurs in the Chorus verses with re-
petition melodic of ‘J’ techniques quality (qualisign) in bar 29-32. This melodic of ‘J’ tech-
nique icon is different to repeated melodic of ‘A’ icons through the same stanzas, line with 
"Cantik rupamu" and "Cantik rupamu.” Both these examples show that repetition technique 
quality is the basic characteristics to balance in the melodies as well as comply with laws and 
regulations in Western music of theory structure. Repeating that melodic phrase also reflected 
repetition or imitation image of the melody of 'A' and 'J' phrases, icons to rebuild the tonal 
melodic union patterns in a row.  
Variation technique icon do not really stand out in the “Azizah” melody, instead more 
dominated to sequence technique quality (qualisign). Look the earlier example bar 12-17, the 
false sequence of 'D-E' phrases technique quality. The sequence technique icon shows indi-
vidual characteristics with a segment that has almost equal to variation technique, but it dis-
tinguished by the change interval sequence in the other segments, while maintaining melodic 
tonality (legisign). 
As mentioned earlier, bar 18-23 occurred melodic sequence technique icon, through me-
lodic of 'F-G-H'.  This pattern of melodic sequence also occurs in relation to the melody of 'N-
O-P' phrases (bar 41-48). In these both examples, image phrases qualityis almost similar to 
each other with pitch range down to two semitones.  
The interval and unison analysis in melodic “Azizah” done in D minor scale structure (re-
fer to full score).  The interval technique icon shows the unison, second interval, and third 
interval indices, has mastered the melodic 94.25%. A high percentage of the index through 
the step-wise interval index, reflects the stability of this melody. The stability is increased 
with the chromatic icon through notes A, A flat and A natural) are step-wise intervals quality 
(pick-up notes ofbar 3). 
CONCLUSION 
With reference to the questions in the study objectives, all questions are answered. First, 
whether the signs of the melody through the techniques of repetition, variation, contrast, se-
quence, unison and interval can be analyzed and interpreted in accordance with the theory of 
three trichotomies of Peirce? This question refers to the triadic semiotics system and ex-
panded to semiotics three trichotomies. Vital signs such as icons, indices and symbols for 
signs of developing other semiotics, the signs qualisign, sinsign, legisign, rheme, dicisign, and 
argument. All these signs can be considered and been used in interpretation of the melody. 
Second, why did the songs for the film is considered more successful than the songs for 
entertainment (not the film)? P. Ramlee films are considered more serious and much referring 
to the theme of the film, which involved extensive discussions, the recording process more 
carefully, and agreed upon as the symbol (an agreement). This situation is different with the 
songs not for the film and not tied to the music and lyrics. Elements of semiotics are more 
independent, unfocused, and the production of a song refers to the reality of life is more arbi-
trary, which affects many less successful songs that are composed. 
Third, what are the signs of melodies of foreign elements used by P. Ramlee? How these 
elements being absorbed into the songs composed? The semiotics melody signs in P. Ramlee 
composition is in accordance with the rules and laws of Western music, and this can be seen 
clearly through the analysis of his music composition. Techniques of repetition, variation, 
contrast, and the sequence is centered on Western music. There are also the influence of for-








music he wrote. For example, "Ali Baba" refers to the Arabic rhythms, "Ali Baba Rock" refers 
to the rhythm of 'Rock n Roll", "Apek dan Marjina" and "Sam Pek Eng Tai" refers to the scale 
of pentatonic, and "Keroncong Kuala Lumpur" refers to the keroncong rhythm. 
Fourth, there is a synthesis of paper studies that contribute to explain the signs of the me-
lody as a composer mark (trademark) to P. Ramlee? The signs are there in the melody that 
clearly studied show the true thinking of P. Ramlee. A dramatic example is the sequence 
technique, may represent the trademark melody composed by him. P. Ramlee melodic songs 
of techniques are applied through the theory of semiotics Peirce, to find the meanings of signs 
that are to be served and reflects the P. Ramlee ideological thinking and trademarks. Interpre-
tation of the meaning contained in the signs of semiotics in the melodies reflects the P. Ram-
lee thoughts as the main objective of this paper. 
As an artist, P. Ramlee has received acclaim among fans, which is about the 1950s era and 
1960s era. During these periods P. Ramlee is considered very successful and the surrounding 
community in Singapore is very helpful and influence the creative thinking. However, in the 
early 1970s after moving to Kuala Lumpur, P. Ramlee has no friends around, that can lead 
him contributing some ideas or to continue motivating and giving more creative output. Emo-
tion and feeling happy that there was in Singapore is not experienced while residing in Kuala 
Lumpur. The implications of this, his touch is no longer binding and he is no longer able to 
capture the hearts of his fans. Although he was 42 years old then (1973,May 29), most of the 
songs he composed are still fresh and popular to this day. The award 'versatile' artists,PhD 
(from UPM) and 'Datuk Amar' to P. Ramlee is rightfully his due for such a large contribution 
in the field of acting, directing, musician, creator of music, songwriter, singer and comedian 
(News Sunday, 2009, April 12). His greatness in these areas has boosted his name on par with 
other artists and even considered a world international class country icon. 
Although this paper focuses more on the technical aspect, it serves to evaluate critically 
the meaning in the signs of music. This writing is expected to be the pioneer of semiotics 
studies in the future not only in melodic technicality, but can be applied in all fields. Semio-
tics is clearly a sign that the study can investigate artists thinking in all genres. 
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